Degradation of enkephalins: the search for an enkephalinase.
The opioid peptides methionine-enkephalin and leucine-enkephalin appear to exert their biological effects through a receptor mediated mechanism. There appears to be three potential mechanisms for enkephalin degradation which could serve to control enkephalin levels in the vicinity of enkephalin receptors. These are, 1) cleavage of the tyrosyl-glycine bond by aminopeptidases, 2) cleavage of the glycl-glycine bond by a dipeptidyl aminopeptidase, and 3) cleavage of the glycyl-phenylalanine bond by a dipeptidyl carboxypeptidase. In this review the biochemical properties of these potential enkephalinases are described, and the evidence for each acting as an enkephalinase is reviewed.